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Introduction 
 
The civil war in Syria has been going on for about six years now, with close to half a million deaths as 
a result (I Am Syria, 2017). Europe is dealing with their biggest crisis since the economic crisis, and 
the biggest refugee crisis since the Second World War. This makes it one of the most important 
contemporary international problems. All over Europe populist anti-immigration parties find more 
and more ground. The influx of large groups of Muslim refugees combined with an increased 
amount of terrorist attacks in the name of Muslim groups causes tempers to run high. The increased 
support for populist anti-immigrant parties shows the current widespread dissatisfaction (Ward, 
2012). Politicians are handling the situation all but well (Fischer, 2015).  
 
It seems, now more than ever, a good time for academic research about the subject. But where to 
start with a problem of such a grand scale? My thesis supervisor recommended reading Iris Marion 
Young’s book Responsibility for Justice. In this book she explains a new way of examining injustices. 
She successfully applies her theory to the international injustice of malpractices in clothing factories. 
Groups of people organized protests against these malpractices and achieved noteworthy successes. 
This made me think about the possibility of applying her theory to the aforementioned events. 
Eventually this led to the following question. 
 
To what extent is Iris Marion Young’s Responsibility for Justice a useful tool for examining the 
Mediterranean refugee crisis from a perspective of moral political responsibility? 
 
Using the theoretical framework from Iris Marion Young’s book Responsibility for Justice I will 
examine the Mediterranean refugee crisis. In order to do this efficiently I will first elaborate on the 
experiences of multiple refugees.  
 
The first chapter consists of the stories of different refugees merged into the story of ‘Adnan’. The 
second chapter will consist of an analysis of possible wrongdoers. This chapter introduces the 
reasons for using Iris Marion Young’s theoretical framework in relation to injustice. Subsequently in 
chapter three, the Mediterranean refugee crisis will be described as a matter of structural injustice. 
After that, Young’s theoretical framework will be explained. This is done by discussing the five 
characteristic features of two different models used for examining injustices. Extra attention is 
payed to important contradictions between the two models. In chapter four the moral 
consequences and obligations that emerge from the application of Young’s model to the 
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Mediterranean refugee crisis will be discussed. This is done on the basis of four parameters, created 
by Young. These parameters support the process of finding an efficient way to handle ones 
responsibilities amidst all the complicated events described in earlier chapters. The final chapter will 
consist of my conclusions. 
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A refugee’s story 
 
First of all, in order to understand the Mediterranean refugee crisis as structural injustice it is 
necessary to have a clear understanding of the process itself. To achieve this, this chapter will 
describe the various countries from which people are fleeing and which routes they are taking on 
their way to a better place. The largest group of refugees comes from Syria, therefore this journey 
will be described more thoroughly. I assembled the most significant parts of the refugee stories told 
by al-Muqdad (2015), Balogh (2013), Altman (n.d.) and Nazli (2014) and created a singular story. 
Evidently I preferred to describe each and every one of them separately, but seen the rather limited 
scope of this thesis this was not an option. The story told is that of a young man called Adnan. 
 
At the time of the Arab spring, Adnan was a 24 year old student in Damascus. When the Assad 
regime started using violent crackdowns on protesters, Adnan took to the streets to protest as well. 
Because of this he was wanted by the regime and he had to temporarily hide at his uncle’s house. 
While in hiding he got the terrible news that his family’s house had been struck by bombs and that 
there were no survivors. Torn by grief and without any hope of peace or improved circumstances, 
Adnan decided to flee Syria. 
 
After gathering all his possessions and what is left of his family’s savings he meets with 
acquaintances whom are familiar with smuggling routes. After some discussion Adnan agrees on 
being brought to Za’atari, a refugee camp in Jordan. It is said that in this refugee camp it is possible 
to register for a legal asylum procedure in Europe. However after a few days of settling in, Adnan 
tries to apply for this procedure only to find out that there is a waiting period of a couple of years. 
This is not strange since Za’atari houses more than 200.000 refugees, which makes it the fourth 
largest city in all of Jordan (UNHCR, 2017). The overcrowded state of the refugee camp is cause for a 
lot of crime such as theft, violence, and sex crimes (Blackwell, 2013; Greenwood, 2013). Adnan did 
not flee his home country for a substitution with the same horrible defects, thus he decides to keep 
on searching for a brighter future.  
 
Adnan and some other refugees pay a smuggler to take them to Egypt. Upon arrival in Cairo Adnan 
soon finds out that finding work is not as easy as he had hoped. Even the capital of Egypt got hit hard 
by the turbulence of the Arab Spring. At this point Adnan loses al hope of a better future in the 
Middle East, he decides he will go to Europe through Libya for a last chance of a normal life. The 
journey from Cairo to the Libyan coast is yet another perilous journey through hostile deserts in 
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which many a refugee has succumbed to the heat and drought (UNODC, 2011). Once in Libya, Adnan 
has to perform heavy physical work for minimal pay in order to gather enough money for a trip 
across the Mediterranean Sea due to the fact that all the previous smuggling trips took up most of 
his savings. 
 
As a result of scams and sheer bad luck Adnan has to work three times for the same boat trip. The 
first smuggler he pays is a scammer who disappeared on the day of departure. The second time 
around Adnan gets arrested by the Libyan coastal guard at the moment of boarding. The third time 
Adnan reaches out to a smuggler he falls in the hands of a gang of Tunisians, Libyans and Somalis 
instead. Together with other refugees Adnan is held captive in a barn. They have to wait several days 
for the smugglers to collect enough refugees for the trip. All the while the price keeps on rising. As 
the price rises to USD 3,000, some people turn out to be short on money. The women who are 
unable to pay the full sum get raped, and the man get tied up and tortured. Eventually Adnan and 
more than 200 other refugees are put on a small wooden ship. After an argument with Libyan 
militiamen they depart. Some hours later the militiamen who were probably dissatisfied with their 
arrangements with the smugglers start shooting at the boat. Killing and wounding multiple refugees, 
while also puncturing the boat. Within minutes the boat sinks. After 5 hours rescue boats appear on 
the horizon. When Adnan is finally saved three dozen people have already died. His rescuers bring 
him to a refugee camp in Italy. After escaping the camp because of the bad conditions there Adnan 
leads north. Years after leaving Damascus he finally reaches Germany. After being taken into custody 
in Germany, he finally gets legally accepted as an asylum seeker.  
 
One could argue that compiling all these horrific stories from different refugees into one big story is 
a bit too dramatic. This certainly is a valid argument. But the fact remains that these stories did 
indeed happen to actual people. And stories of the same kind have been happening for 6 years and 
keep on happening as long as the refugee crisis is not resolved. A second argument to justify the 
dramatic character of the story is that these are the stories of refugees that made it to Europe alive. 
Thousands of refugees have faced circumstances of the same kind but did not make it to Europe. 
Exact numbers are hard to come by, as many refugees just disappear without being reported 
missing, because there is nobody left to miss them. According to the official numbers, in 2015 and 
2016 alone more than 7,500 people died crossing the Mediterranean (UNHCR, 2016). 
 
Lastly it is important to note that although Syrians make up the largest ethnical group of refugees, 
they are not the only ones fleeing.  According to the annual risk analysis of Frontex, in 2016 17% of 
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all refugees were Syrians, followed by Afghans (11%), Nigerians (7%), Iraqi’s (6%), Eritreans (4%) and 
a couple of other North African and Middle Eastern countries (2017, p. 18). In 2016 alone these 
groups together are responsible for over half a million illegal border crossings. The main routes that 
the refugees used were the eastern Mediterranean route, the central Mediterranean route and the 
western Balkan route. As described in Adnan’s story the Syrians flee because of the war in their 
country. The Afghans reportedly flee in fear of the Taliban rebels. Eritreans are trying to escape from 
forced labour. Most other refugees are fleeing their countries because of deteriorating security 
situations and poverty (Park, 2015). Although Adnan is a Syrian, his story is not unique for the 
refugee crisis. All the above mentioned groups flee their country because they do not know how to 
continue their lives in their home countries in a humane way. Instead they leave everything behind 
and try to reach Europe where they hope to find a safe haven. Most refugees use one of the above 
mentioned main refugee routes. This means that events that transpired during Adnan’s journey are 
likely to happen in similar fashion to refugees with other ethnic backgrounds. They all have to deal 
with smugglers, coastal guards, militiamen, deserts, open water and many other perils faced on an 
illegal trip to Europe. Throughout this thesis Adnan will be a representation of all refugees 
originating from Middle Eastern and Middle-/North African countries, provided that they flee to 
Europe via the Mediterranean. 
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Who’s to blame? 
 
Reading about the mass atrocities that refugees get bestowed upon, one could ask oneself ‘who is to 
blame for this?’ This is a fairly natural question to ask oneself in relation to such horrific events. 
Unfortunately the answer to this question is not quite as natural nor easy for that matter. Observing 
Adnan’s story in chronological order puts Assad forward as first possible wrongdoer. Bashar al-Assad 
did many things wrong and the United Nations blamed him for multiple attacks with chemical 
weapons (OPCW, 2016). His regime is one of the main causes of a civil war with an estimated death 
toll of almost half a million (I Am Syria, 2017). But for the latter he is not solely responsible, and for a 
large portion of the suffering described in Adnan’s story he is not responsible at all, at least not in a 
direct sense. Even if Assad gets convicted for some or for all he has been accused of, there will still 
be other causes for the suffering of the refugees. 
 
Other obvious wrongdoers are some of the smugglers that Adnan met along the way. The first 
smuggler was a scammer. He betrayed the trust of the refugees, made them pay for a trip across the 
sea and then disappeared with the money. As a result of the scam Adnan had to work a second time 
to earn the required sum for a boat trip. The chances are ample that the working conditions are not 
pleasant for an illegal labourer. Even worse is the malicious gang of smugglers he gets in touch with 
after two failed attempts to cross the sea. The gang robs the refugees of their freedom and degrades 
their humanity by locking them up in a stable. On top of that they rape some of the female and 
torture some of the male refugees. The last group of obvious wrongdoers are the militiamen. They 
are dissatisfied with their arrangements with the smugglers and open fire on unarmed and 
defenceless refugees, resulting in three dozen deaths and even more wounded.  
 
Let’s suppose for the sake of argument that some kind of multilateral justice apparatus intervenes 
and manages to apprehend and convict the wrongdoers that are mentioned above. What would this 
mean for Adnan and refugees in similar situations? Surely it would make a difference. Future 
refugees would have to face a few less sources of harm. That is if we assume that the wrongdoers 
will not be substituted by someone similar or worse. Unfortunately the Mediterranean refugee crisis 
is not solved by the removal of these wrongdoers. Even with Assad gone the fighting in Syria will 
most likely continue. ISIL, the Kurds, the Turkish, multiple international coalitions and various Syrian 
warlords are all trying to influence the geopolitical situation in the country (Clarion Project, 2017; 
Grinstead, 2017). The conviction of the smugglers will not influence the bad conditions faced by 
refugees in Za’atari and refugee camps alike. Refugees will still be exploited as illegal and cheap 
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workforce while trying to earn enough money for the various trips along the way to Europe. There 
will still be cases of drowning and other lethal accidents due to, among other things, the lack of 
control and supervision by independent agents and institutions. And when the refugees arrive in 
Europe there will still be problems. Many European refugee camps are unable to protect refugees 
from severe weather conditions. In addition, they cannot provide the necessary mental and socio-
economic assistance (Skarstein, 2016; Watters, 2007). This means that the actions of wrongdoers are 
not the only source responsible for the problems the refugees.  
 
Then what other factors are responsible for the Mediterranean refugee crisis? In order to answer 
this question, the next chapter will elaborate on Iris Marion Young’s book Responsibility for Justice. 
In this book she wrote a theory on structural injustices and one’s political moral responsibility in 
respect to the injustice. It will show that the Mediterranean refugee crisis is partially a matter of 
structural injustice, rather than an unfortunate event or a mere tragedy. To support this claim it is 
important to first explain Young’s theory and definition of structural injustice.  
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A social connection model of responsibility 
 
In 2011 Iris Marion Young’s book Responsibility for Justice was published. As mentioned earlier the 
Mediterranean refugee crisis will be examined with the help of the theories described in this book. 
In order to do so, this chapter will elaborate on the most important aspects of the book. One of 
these aspects is the distinction she makes between three forms of injustice. She contrasts structural 
injustice with two other important forms of injustice. “. . . namely, that which comes about through 
individual interaction, and that which is attributable to the specific actions and policies of states and 
powerful institutions” (Young, 2011, p. 45). So if these two kinds of injustice do not comply with the 
definition of structural injustice, what does?  
 
Structural injustice . . . exists when social processes put large groups of persons under 
systematic threat of domination or deprivation of the means to develop and exercise their 
capacities, at the same time that these processes enable others to dominate or to have a 
wide range of opportunities for developing and exercising capacities available to them  
(Young, 2011, p. 52).  
 
 
Young then continues to explain that these social processes are the result of the interactions of 
many agents and institutions who all act in their own interest. It is important to note that these 
actions are, for the most part, in accordance with accepted rules and norms (Young, 2011, p. 52). In 
her thesis Young discusses two examples of structural injustice; the structural threat of 
homelessness due to the workings of the American housing market, and the poor conditions in 
which factory workers in so-called ‘sweatshops’ find themselves. The latter is of importance to this 
thesis as well because Young’s examples from this injustice will be used in the next chapter for 
explanatory ends. In short the idea is that institutions and agents involved in the clothing market are 
all co-responsible for the situation of the factory workers. The details will be discussed in the next 
chapter, for now it is important to note that the injustice of sweatshops is the result of the actions of 
thousands or even millions of individuals who for the most part do not have the intention to help 
achieve this particular result (Young, 2011, p. 107). 
 
The former chapter discussed the so called ‘wrongdoers’. These particular agents and institutions 
align with two forms of injustice described by Young. Namely the one which is attributable to 
individual interaction, and the one which is a result of specific actions and policies of states and 
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powerful institutions. Alignment with these two forms of injustice means that the wrongdoers do 
not comply with Young’s definition of structural injustice. However, the conclusion was that even if 
these wrongdoers were apprehended and convicted, the suffering would not be halted. That is 
because the suffering of the refugees is not solely the result of these wrongdoers, but the result of 
the actions of thousands, if not millions, of agents and institutions. Think about the people 
employing refugees, smugglers that do not have malicious intentions, the people responsible for the 
daily management of refugee camps, benevolent coast guards and many others. They all intent to do 
good, to help refugees. But all together they, among others, create the processes which sustain the 
crisis. They are the reason that fleeing to Europe is a possibility. The process of seeking refuge in 
Europe, as a whole, is in turn the source of all the suffering that refugees face. By exercising their 
capacities these agents and institutions, albeit unwillingly, create and maintain the social processes 
that are the cause of the refugees’ suffering. Thus the Mediterranean refugee crisis is in compliance, 
in addition to the non-structural forms of injustice, with the definition of structural injustice. 
According to Young, her examples of structural injustice contain agents that comply with the non-
structural forms of injustice as well (2011, p. 99, 126). What makes it a structural injustice is the fact 
that the majority of agents involved do not intent for their actions to have negative effects on 
others. In this respect the Mediterranean refugee crisis complies with the same demands as the 
sweatshops and American housing market injustices. Therefore it is possible to address the issue in 
the same manner that Young approaches her examples of structural injustice. 
 
Young starts off by explaining why the standard way of handling injustice does not suffice for 
matters of structural injustice. This standard way is what she calls the liability model. “. . . the liability 
model of responsibility . . . includes all practices of assigning responsibility under the law and in 
moral judgement that seek to identify liable parties for the purposes of sanctioning, punishing or 
exacting compensation or redress” (Young, 2011, p. 98). This is a rather wide scope of practices, but 
they all share a single aspect. Namely that their purpose is to identify particular liable agents for a 
misdemeanour of some sort. If the liability model works for such a wide spectrum of different forms 
of injustice, then why does it not function properly in cases of structural injustice? The answer is 
given by five unique aspects of Young’s own model in which it contrasts with the liability model. She 
calls this contrasting model ‘the social connection model of responsibility’. 
 
The first difference is that, in contrast to the liability model, the social connection model is not 
isolating. The liability model tries to isolate a single agent in order to appoint blame, guilt or fault. 
Let’s suppose there is an agent like this, one who did something that is clearly wrong in a liability 
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sense, whereby the agent gets convicted for his wrongdoings. In cases of structural injustice such a 
conviction will not help resolve the problem. As noted before, a structural injustice is produced and 
maintained by thousands or even millions of people. Thus we need a model that regards all people 
concerned and not just a single agent. A unique aspect of the non-isolating mechanism of the model 
is that it makes it morally acceptable to determine that the victims of the structural injustice are 
partially responsible for their own position. “On a liability model it is perverse to claim that victims 
are responsible, because the isolating logic of liability then absolves others of responsibility” (Young, 
2011, p. 145). This is not the case under Young’s social connection model. 
 
The second difference between the two models is that the social connection model questions the 
righteousness of the background conditions. One has to interpret the background conditions as the 
day to day workings of the world. These background conditions are what we see as morally 
acceptable (Young, 2011, p. 107). If an agent were to be convicted according to the liability model, it 
would have been necessary for him to have deviated from these background conditions. The agent 
disturbed what we find acceptable. As a consequence the agent will be brought to justice in order to 
restore the original background conditions. The social connection model does not accept the 
background conditions as a normality due to the fact that it is these very same background 
conditions which create and maintain injustices of a structural nature. Thus according to the social 
connection model we should question these background conditions. For example, buying Nike 
clothing is considered normal for most people. They buy clothes from the brand because it is great 
sports gear or simply because it is fashionable. But before Nike got negative attention from the anti-
sweatshop movement they contributed to the structural injustice of sweatshops. The buying of the 
clothes is considered a normality while, according to Young, it should be judged otherwise.  
 
The third difference is that the liability model is mostly backward-looking while the social connection 
model is forward-looking. This means that the liability model makes sure that an agent gets the right 
punishment for a deviation of the normal background conditions. This deviation has reached a 
terminus, meaning it is about something that has happened already. Structural injustice however, is 
an ongoing concern. Looking back at what happened and making sure that the right consequences 
are achieved is not necessarily a bad thing, but to be able to change ongoing processes which create 
injustice, one needs a forward-looking model. The goal is not to punish each and every single agent 
who contributes to the injustice. The goal is to transform the processes which produce the injustice 
in such a manner that the injustice can be stopped in the future (Young, 2011, p. 109). 
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The fourth difference correlates with the first. As mentioned above, the social connection model 
does not isolate targets that have contributed to the processes which produce structural injustice. 
Rather it calls upon something Young calls shared responsibility. The way she sees it shared 
responsibility is actually an individual responsibility which all agents in a group bear. Additionally, 
“[individuals] bear it in the awareness that others bear it with them; acknowledgment of [one’s] own 
responsibility is also acknowledgement of the inchoate collective of which [one] is part, which 
together produces injustice” (Young, 2011, p. 110). 
 
This brings us to the fifth and final difference between the two models. This shared responsibility 
can only be discharged through collective action. This is a result of the sheer size of these structural 
injustices. The processes that produce and maintain structural injustice are too grand for any one 
person to solve. Taking responsibility under the social connection model involves joining with others 
to organize collective action to reform the structures which produce the injustice (Young, 2011, p. 
112). One could for example take a rubber dinghy and try to rescue every single refugee in need, but 
this would be fighting a losing battle. Instead it might be more effective to group up with likeminded 
people and pressure large institutions such as the government or non-governmental organizations to 
use their resources in order to save refugees.  
 
A last important aspect from Iris Marion Young’s book is her new model of responsibility. She calls it 
political responsibility and its most important quality is that it shuns terms like fault, blame and 
individual liability (2011, p. 123). This is important because responsibility as fault and blame has a 
paralyzing effect. It incites resentment and defensiveness instead of forward-looking action (Young, 
2011, p. 114). Instead of fault and blame, political responsibility gives one the right to address each 
other on their responsibility, thus raising awareness. The next chapter will elaborate on what the 
best ways are to discharge ones responsibility. 
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Moral obligations 
 
The previous chapter explained why the Mediterranean refugee crisis is a matter of structural 
injustice and why we need a new model to cope with such an injustice. Young’s social connection 
model of responsibility widened the scope of responsible agents and institutions in relation to the 
injustice. Thus where the liability model isolates wrongdoers in order to achieve closure for certain 
injustices, the social connection model expands the scope of circumstances in relation to which 
agents and institutions should feel responsible (Young, 2011, p. 123). Then how should we cope with 
the thousands, if not millions of agents who contribute to the processes which create and maintain 
the structural injustice that is the Mediterranean refugee crisis? Young provides a theoretical 
framework towards making the social connection model practically manageable (Young, 2011, p. 
124). She argues that all contributors share a responsibility, but that it is possible and even necessary 
to distinguish between various degrees and kinds of responsibility. For this sake she created 
parameters of reasoning. They help agents decide what forward-looking actions they should take in 
order to discharge their responsibility. These parameters are power, privilege, interest and collective 
ability (Young, 2011, p. 124). This chapter will first explain these parameters using examples given by 
Young. After which the same parameters of reasoning will be discussed for the refugees’ journey.  
 
The first parameter is power. Not everyone who bears the responsibility for a particular form of 
structural injustice has the resources to effectively help resolve the injustice. For these agents it is 
important to put time and effort in thinking about agents and institutions who do have these 
resources. The latter group of agents and institutions are the ones with relative power. Once the 
agents and institutions with the capacity to influence the structural processes are identified, people 
with less power can begin to pressure them through, for example, collective strength. One individual 
might not be very impressive to powerful agents but a large organized group of individuals definitely 
is. Young uses the example of the anti-sweatshop movement. They focused on powerful 
multinational designers and retailers such as Calvin Klein, Nike and Benetton. Anti-sweatshop 
activists have, with some success, publicly pressured these large companies to take action against 
the structural injustice in sweatshops (Young, 2011, p. 145).  
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The second parameter is privilege. Our main concern with the Mediterranean crisis is of course the 
victims, meaning the refugees. As Young describes in her book structural injustice does not only 
produce disadvantages for the victims, it also creates privileges for others in relation to the 
structures (Young, 2011, p. 145). The example Young uses in her book concerns middle-class clothing 
consumers. Unlike the lower-class consumers, the middle-class consumers enjoy the luxury of being 
able to choose their clothing from a wide variety of shops. This is partially a result of the cheap 
labour used in sweatshops. Because the middle-class (and higher) clothing consumers have more 
resources, they are more likely to be able to buy clothes from retailers who make sure the working 
conditions of the workers in their factory are adequate. In other words the middle-class consumers 
are relatively privileged within the structural processes. As beneficiaries of the process they have 
greater responsibilities than others to take action against injustice such as the sweatshops in Young’s 
example (Young, 2011, p. 145). However being a beneficiary of the process does not automatically 
mean one also has the power to change things. This means the first and the second parameter do 
not necessarily go together. Therefore it is possible that a person who aligns with the second 
parameter still has to join in with others to pressure an agent or institution which is in alignment 
with the first parameter. 
 
The third parameter is interest. It applies to all involved agents and institutions that have an interest 
in either maintaining the situation in its current state or have an interest in dissolving the causes of 
the injustice. A result from examining structural injustice from this point of view is that the victims 
bear an increased responsibility, the third parameter applies to them. It is in the best interest of the 
victims to resolve the structural injustice, thus it is partially up to them to help with this process. The 
victims of a structural injustice are partially responsible for their own misery. Young uses the 
example of factory workers who often accept whatever wages they are offered without challenging 
their bosses’ authority (Young, 2011, p. 146). The absence of protest reinforces the dominant role of 
the beneficiaries of the injustice, in this case the factory owners.  
 
The last parameter is collective ability. This parameter builds on the aspect of shared responsibility 
which is described in the previous chapter. According to this model, responsibility for undermining 
injustice can only be discharged through collective action (Young, 2011, p. 146). “In order to do so, 
people . . . must often reorganize their activities and relationships to coordinate their action, or 
coordinate their actions differently” (Young, 2011, p. 147). Collective ability refers to the ability of 
agents to make use of pre-existing institutions and structures and use them in new ways in order to 
promote change. These pre-organized entities do not necessarily have to align with any of the other 
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parameters. The most important aspect is that the entities have a certain reach. Young uses student 
societies as an example. Some student groups started campaigning for their cause at their university 
campus. Through their effort the students were able to reach a big audience. With that audience 
they were able to pressure some manufacturing companies. The student groups on their own are 
not powerful entities, at least not powerful enough to coerce big companies. But because of their 
reach and the sheer number of people they are able to connect with, these student groups achieve 
some sort of power.  
 
Power 
To stay in line with Young’s theoretical example in a strict sense would mean we are looking for the 
Calvin Klein and Nike of the Mediterranean refugee crisis. What institutions and agents have 
comparable power to those companies in the apparel industry? For some parts of the refugees’ 
journey this kind of translation is rather difficult, Syria for example is currently in a state of (civil) 
war. Though, amidst all the chaos there are still a couple of institutions that are relatively powerful. 
In Syria the various international coalitions fighting there, occupy a position of power. The fighting 
parties in Syria are roughly divided into four coalitions. First of all, the Syrian Arab Republic and 
allies, which is supported by Russia, Iran and for armament also by China. Secondly the Syrian 
opposition and allies, which is mostly supported by the United Sates, Turkey and France. Then there 
is the Syrian Democratic Council and Democratic Federal System of Northern Syria and allies, 
supported by various Kurdish groups, Russia, the United States and various European countries. And 
finally the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant and allies (Clarion Project, 2017; BBC News, 2017).  
 
In addition to these different groups there is a wide variety of (non-governmental) organizations 
active in Syria. In their own way these organizations have a certain amount of power. The most 
important are the OPCW, various UN related organizations, the Red Cross, Oxfam Novib, Save the 
Children, Doctors Without Borders, the White Helmets and Islamic Relief. Compared to ordinary 
citizens both the international coalitions and the various organizations have a position of power. 
Because of that power they bear a larger responsibility for diminishing the structural injustice in 
Syria. The international coalitions have the most significant influence on the amount of violence 
used in the country, thus playing a big part in the well-being of the country and its citizens. The (non-
governmental) organizations obtain power through their ability to aid those in need, but also to 
observe and report to the international society.  
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The powerful agents and institutions in the part of the journey from the Syrian border to the 
European border are somewhat overlapping with those in Syria itself. The most important powerful 
institution is the European Union, as this is the refugees’ main destination. On top of that the 
European Union has the most resources available for the much needed rescue missions on the 
Mediterranean Sea. Another powerful institution is the United Nations. All its member states have 
pledged to protect one another. The most important doctrine for this case is the ‘Responsibility to 
Protect’. If a member state is not able to protect its citizens from external or internal agents or from 
itself, then it is the duty of other countries to do so (Security Council resolution 2095, 2013; ICISS, 
2001). As mentioned earlier, Turkey struck a deal with the European Union. Since then Libya has 
been one of the main departure points for smugglers to Europe. Libya in its current state is not 
functioning well, it is not able to protect its citizens or for that matter any citizens on their soil. 
According to the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ it is the duty of the United Nations to help them with this 
process. This brings us to the third powerful agent; the United States. It played a key role in 
overthrowing Libya’s authoritarian ruler, Gaddafi. It is at least partly their responsibility to contribute 
to the reconstruction of Libya as it transcended into chaos after the death of their leader. Other 
relatively powerful entities are the governments of the various Middle Eastern countries and to a 
lesser extent the management of the various refugee camps refugees travel through on their way to 
Europe.  
 
Within Europe the big apparel companies of the Mediterranean refugee crisis are first and foremost 
its member states. The individual states as well as its supranational leadership should work closely 
together to improve the problems in relation to the refugee crisis. A joint approach is needed, the 
refugee crisis is simply too much to handle for the countries where the refugees make their first 
entrance. Special attention is needed for the marine and coastguards of the various Mediterranean 
countries. As they have means to rescue refugees that are in trouble at sea. Other institutions that 
intuitively do not feel responsible but do play a potentially powerful role within the structural 
injustice are the international financial institutions WTO, the World Bank, IMF and the Trade-Related 
Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights. Thomas Pogge claims that these institutions preserve the 
status quo whereas a large part of the world lives below the absolute poverty line of $2 a day. 
According to Pogge much of the moral debate about poverty is about the Westerners helping those 
who are worse off than themselves. More important, he argues, is the fact that this debate ignores 
the role of Westerners as supporters of, and beneficiaries from, a global institutional order that 
substantially contributes to their destitution (2002, p. 50). The economic problems in the Middle 
East and North Africa in relation to the relative wealth of Europe is one of the reasons for refugees 
18 
 
to make their perilous journey. The above mentioned financial institutions contribute for a large part 
to this situation, meaning they also have the means to change it thus bearing responsibility for the 
injustice.  
 
Privilege 
A group of relatively privileged people consists of the wealthy refugees. At first this might sound 
crude, as they also have to flee their country in order to find a safer place. But in comparison to the 
average refugee their journey is relatively comfortable. They have the resources to avoid using 
dodgy smugglers and/or smugglers who work together with criminal organizations. There have been 
reports of rich refugees who were smuggled to Europe by luxury cruise ships or aircrafts (Sherlock, 
2017). Having the choice of these more comfortable ways of traveling aligns them with the second 
parameter. Thus they bear a larger responsibility in relation to the structural injustice than people 
who do not have this choice. 
 
A secondary group of people that enjoy a privileged position compared to the refugees is the group 
of people that employ refugees as illegal working force. Because the refugees are illegal citizens they 
have less or even no rights at all, therefore they are relatively cheap to hire. However, this does not 
mean that the employers are automatically malicious people. They might want to support and help 
the refugees with their attempts to earn enough money for a passage to Europe. But by making 
money of them they meet the requirements of this second parameter. Both the example of the 
wealthy refugees and the employers show that people who are privileged within the processes of a 
structural injustice do not necessarily have malicious intent. In fact they might even want the 
injustice to be resolved, but nevertheless they are beneficiaries of the processes.  
 
A third privileged group consists of the European citizens. At first this might sound odd, but implicitly 
simply living in the European Union, the ultimate destination of the refugees, makes one privileged. 
Here it is important to emphasize once more on the different definition of responsibility used by the 
social connection model, compared to what is used by the liability model. European citizens cannot 
be blamed for the refugee crisis, this would not be right or fair. But the safety and luxury of the 
average European citizens’ life is what the refugees are coming to Europe for. They flee from their 
country because it is dangerous, they choose Europe as destination because it is, compared to their 
other options, so safe. This fact makes European citizens implicitly privileged and responsible under 
the social connection model definition. 
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Interest 
There are agents and institutions in Syria on both sides of the interest parameter. The positive side 
of interest i.e. having an interest in solving the injustice, is covered by the refugees themselves. Just 
like the factory workers in Young’s book, the refugees are the ones who suffer from the injustice and 
thus have the greatest interest in promoting justice. Another group of people with a positive interest 
in resolving the Mediterranean refugee crisis is the citizens of the countries which the refugees pass 
through. As described in Adnan’s story, the refugee crisis attracts an undesirable group of people. 
Namely malicious smugglers, scammers, criminal gangs and corrupt militias. Solving the structural 
injustice might ensure that these unwanted guests take their business elsewhere. 
 
On the negative spectrum of the parameter are various parties who have an interest in the 
continued existence of the structural injustice. Most notable are the smugglers. Reportedly the 
revenue from smuggling activities surpasses $2 billion per year (Hallaj, 2015, p. 6). It is the main 
source of income for multiple Syrian warlords (Schaap, 2017). These smugglers are making huge 
profits on the people that try to flee the country. Earning that much money on an injustice certainly 
aligns one with the negative aspect of the interest parameter. In addition to the smugglers, there are 
people from the fishing and boating industry who have a negative connotation with the parameter. 
Because of the large demand for boats, the prices have at least doubled during the crisis. People 
involved in the fishing and boating industry in countries that are involved in smuggling are able to 
sell their boats with huge profits (UNODC, 2011, p. 28). A third group with a negative interest in the 
Mediterranean refugee crisis are some of the parties fighting in Syria. As the fighting continues the 
Kurdish forces are gaining more ground. They hope to create their own nation state on the grounds 
they recovered from various rebel groups or terrorists (Clarion Project, 2017). Thus for the moment 
they benefit from the chaotic situation in Syria.  
 
In Europe there is in addition to the refugees another institution with a positive interest in relation 
to the structural injustice. Namely the European countries, they could actually benefit from the 
refugees. Economists have noted that the increased labour offered by the influx of refugees could 
help the European countries facing an ageing problem (European Commission, 2014). Traumatized 
and angry refugees won’t be as beneficial for these countries as would mentally and physically stable 
refugees. Therefore it is in the best interest of these countries to make the refugees’ journey as safe 
as possible. The safer the journey of the refugees, the more economically beneficial the refugees will 
be for those European countries. A joint paper for the G20 Labour and Employment Ministers’ 
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Meeting concluded that migrants make an important contribution to economies of both destination 
and origin countries (ILO, OECD, WBG, 2015). 
 
 Collective ability 
The examples Young uses for the fourth parameter, collective ability, can be used in this case study 
as well. As mentioned before, the examples used by Young are groups of students, church groups, 
unions and stockholder organizations. These groups can be important for the larger part of the 
refugees’ journey as well. Strictly organized student groups and stockholder organizations might not 
be successful in refugees’ countries of origin in their current state. But for the other parts of the 
journey they could be influential groups due to their large reach. The church groups can be 
translated to ‘mosque groups’ for the relevant countries. This would be a great place for discussing 
matters of structural injustice, because despite all the chaos, mosques still have a great reach due to 
the fact that many people keep attending their ceremonies. In addition to the groups mentioned 
above are non-governmental organizations. Kamran Abbasi for example is a doctor who used his 
journal to reach as many healthcare affiliated people as possible to share his opinion in relation to 
the Mediterranean refugee crisis (Abbasi, Patel & Godlee, 2015). In his journal he called upon his 
colleagues to think about the subject and discuss it with their acquaintances in order to raise 
awareness in an important discipline. In Europe one might try to spread awareness through schools 
and sports clubs. As long as an institution has an audience and a way of spreading word to a certain 
crowd, it satisfies the requirements of the fourth parameter. For that matter, even individuals could 
align with the fourth parameter. With all the modern social media platforms, such as Facebook and 
Twitter, individuals have a large reach as well. 
 
In conclusion of this chapter it is important to emphasize once more on the fact that the 
aforementioned agents and institutions are not the only ones with a responsibility for justice. These 
are just some of the agents and institutions that bear a larger responsibility due to their alignment 
with one of the parameters of reasoning. According to Young’s theory all responsible agents and 
institutions should discharge their responsibility in the most effective way. This means, pressuring 
the ones with relative power, using the additional resources which privileged parties enjoy, listening 
to the agents with a positive interest and paying extra attention to those with a negative interest 
and finally making use of one’s collective ability. 
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Analysis and criticism  
 
Now that Young’s tools, the parameters of reasoning, are applied to the Mediterranean refugee 
crisis, what have we achieved? In theory Young’s ideas are very powerful. Her theory works great for 
the injustices she uses in the book, the sweatshops and the American housing market. Her new 
definitions of structural injustice and the associated responsibility grant new insights and help 
explain the successes achieved by the anti-sweatshop movement. By using her distinct definition of 
responsibility, thus avoiding concepts like fault, she tries to defeat the accompanying acts of 
defensiveness and resentment towards that responsibility. Her intended result would be a large 
amount of agents and institutions who all feel the burden of their responsibility and consequentially 
resort to collective action to discharge this responsibility. Resulting in a bottom-up future-oriented 
solution. Since this solution is proven effective for the sweatshops injustice, could the same be true 
for the Mediterranean refugee crisis? To a certain extent it could. Applying the social connection 
model to the refugee crisis has led to finding many agents and institutions who, to a certain extent, 
bear responsibility for the crisis. Some of these agents and institutions may seem somewhat 
arbitrary. Most agents and institutions mentioned in this thesis are found by following Adnan’s 
journey in chronological order or are duplicates from Young’s examples of structural injustice. This is 
due to the expanding effect of the social connection model. Because of this effect and the large 
scope of the refugee crisis, the amount of agents and institutions involved is almost endless. This 
makes it difficult to determine who has the greatest responsibility.  
 
Nevertheless, in the absence of more powerful actors, it seems natural that states bear the greatest 
responsibility. After all, both the countries of origin and destination are sovereign entities with the 
associated responsibilities. In contrast with the sweatshops injustice, there are no large international 
companies involved in the refugee crisis, at least not of the same magnitude. This introduces a 
second problem in this thesis; the neglected role of states in Young’s theory. In her book there is 
little to no explanation about the role of powerful states in matters of structural injustice. Young 
does mentions that states should not be forgotten because of their potential power. She states that 
they should be approached in a bottom-up way and pressured from within a civil-society movement. 
In Young’s opinion it is not possible to rely upon states to act righteously because the states are 
often aligned with the processes that produce structural injustice (Young, 2011, p. 151). She 
describes why and what states should not do but fails to mention what it is that they should do. This 
is an important shortcoming in examining the refugee crisis with the social connection model, as 
there are a large number of states involved (all the countries of origin, the countries refugees pass 
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through and the countries of destination). A bottom-up approach within every single country 
involved seems devious.  
 
A third problem with examining the refugee crisis through Young’s lens has to do with the distinction 
between the liability model and social connection model. As described earlier both Young’s 
examples of injustice and the Mediterranean refugee crisis involve agents and institutions that align 
with the liability model. According to Young, her examples are nevertheless structural injustices. 
That is because the agents who are wrongdoers are the exception and the majority of involved 
agents lack intent for the harm which their actions cause. Accordingly, it is possible to have an 
injustice that is structural of nature and also involves agents and institutions who align with the 
liability model. In this thesis and for the sake of examining the Mediterranean refugee crisis in 
accordance with the social connection model, I assumed the same. The wrongdoers are the 
exceptions and the structural nature of the refugee crisis is the rule. But where do you draw the 
line? With how many liability aligned agents is an injustice no longer structural but merely a 
summary of malicious agents? Is it for a structural injustice containing numerous agents and 
institutions with malicious intentions still viable to use Iris Marion Young’s theory?  
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Conclusion 
 
The goal of this thesis is to research whether Iris Marion Young’s theory is a useful examination tool 
for other cases of injustice than sweatshops and the American housing market. In order to do so I 
examined the Mediterranean refugee crisis through the lens of the social connection model. To do 
this efficiently I have first described the perilous journey of a refugee from the perspective of Adnan. 
I chose the journey of Adnan because Syrian refugees are the largest ethnic refugee group and 
because his journey has similar to the journeys of other ethnic groups that flee to Europe through 
the Mediterranean. Subsequently I have described the important aspects of Young’s theory.  
Thereafter I applied Young’s parameters of reasoning to the Mediterranean refugee crisis in order to 
find relevant responsible agents and institutions.  
 
To what extent is Iris Marion Young’s Responsibility for Justice a useful tool in examining the 
Mediterranean refugee crisis?   
 
The answer to this question has two sides. On one hand Young’s theory is a useful tool for the 
examination of the Mediterranean refugee crisis as it led to new insights and additional agents and 
institutions who bear responsibility in relation to the crisis. On the other hand, the theory has some 
shortcomings. Namely the expanding function of the social connection model, the overlap of the 
social connection model and the liability model and the lack of explanatory power about the role of 
states. Young’s theory has brought some great insights into structural injustices, unfortunately it is 
not well fit for all cases of structural injustice. The social connection model excels at explaining the 
sweatshop injustice and the victories of the anti-sweatshop movement. It is however not as 
powerful an examination tool for the injustice that is the Mediterranean refugee crisis.  
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